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Introduction 
 
 
Over the last two to three decades, a number of countries in the Global South have 
become the dominant source of a range of manufactures especially clothing and 
textiles, footwear, toys and domestic white-goods. Simultaneously, the liberalization of 
trade and investment, has effectively added 2 billion to the world labour supply 
principally in China, Russia and Eastern Europe and Brazil and Argentina. This has 
been accompanied by an increase in the global labour supply, shifts in the patterns of 
finance and a qualitative shift in the method of producing many commodities in the 
forms of commodity chains.   The sheer scale of these changes is bringing workers in 
different countries into more intense competition with each other with little doubt 
existing that global employers and investors are able to play-off national work-forces 
and national labour unions against each other.  
 
The aim of this paper is to assess what has changed in the global political economy 
and how those changes effect the ability of workers to organize in solidarity with one 
another.  The key questions are who is able to work together, how are they able to 
work together, and for what conditions?  These questions will be examined in light of 
existing theories on wages and international trade as well as the political responses 
from the left regarding the question of the most appropriate labour praxis in the global 
political economy.  These include ideas about protectionism, global solidarity and what 
is termed as defeatism or compromise in the face of global capital.  It is argued that 
what is required is not only a revised theory of labour in light of the conditions of the 
global economy, but also revised labour strategies in order to meet the demands of the 
21st century.   
 
This paper makes a case for a revision of the theories of labour used to formulate 
analysis and labour praxis in light of the changes that have marked the final two 
decades that led to the 21st century.  One of the starting points is framework of unequal 
exchange as originally put forward by Arghiri Emmanuel, and this paper examines the 
potential for cooperation between high and low wage country labour forces, those 
commonly known as the global North and the global South.  While the creation of entire 
theories of labour and strategies for workers movements remains outside the 
limitations of this paper, I endeavour to build a foundation by examining the existing 
theory and practice.   
 
 
Changes in the Global Labour Supply 
 
 
China (since 2001) and India (since 1995) are members of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), with most of the former eastern bloc countries being members or 
observers.  This represents a liberalization of trade on an unprecedented scale.  The 
entry of the labour forces of China, India and the former Soviet bloc into the global 
marketplace thanks to a process of liberalization is the most important change to 
understand.  Harvard economist Richard Freeman (2005) estimates that the entry of 
 2
 
these nations’ workforces into global competition has almost doubled the global labour 
force.   
 
The more liberalized production becomes, the more this extra supply of workers is felt 
in the global economy.  An example of this is the textile industry where the end of the 
Multifiber Agreement abolished quantitative restrictions on the production of textile 
goods.  As a direct result of this liberalization, an estimated 16 million jobs have been 
lost in Bangladesh alone (Yearman and Gluckman: 2005), which is approximately 24% 
of the entire labour force of Bangladesh.  In the North too there is a loss of 
manufacturing jobs to the South,  The workers of the global North also are apparently 
feeling the effects of the changes with the AFL-CIO lobbying the Bush administration 
against free trade with China citing the reason of job losses from manufacturing 
competition(Trumka: 2006).   
 
At the same time most of the developed world, and even countries such as China in the 
developing world are facing a situation where they will have declining populations and 
labour forces due to low fertility rates (Tyers and Shi: 2005).  This will force the 
countries concerned to either prolong retirement age, or increase migration to 
substitute for the lack of labour force numbers.  This is in contrast to countries such as 
India and indeed most of the ‘developing’ world which are expected to continue to 
experience constant population growth until at least 2035 (Ibid.).  Without large levels 
of migration, the situation will be one of declining numbers of workers in high wage 
countries, and increasing numbers of workers in low wage countries.   
 
 
Changes in Global Finance 
 
 
The main features regarding investment patterns include the volume of total 
investment, the ratio of investment flows between the so-called developed and 
developing world, and the locations of investment.  Data is available from the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development from 1980 to 2004.  An analysis of the 
investment patterns since the 1980’s gives a reasonably clear indication of the changes 
that have taken place.   
 
The first noticeable pattern in global investment is the expansion of total investment in 
the period from 1980 to 2004.  Figure A documents the changes in global foreign direct 
investment (FDI) that have taken place.  What is clear is that the total volume of FDI 
being employed globally has grown exponentially in a relatively short space of time.  
The data from UNCTAD covers the period from 1980 to 2004 and is standardized using 
the X12 method.  
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Figure A: Growth in Foreign Direct Investment (UNCTAD: 2006)
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The second point to note is the trends in the location of foreign direct investment.  The 
significant trends in investment flows can be seen in figure B.  These include a decline 
in the proportion of investment flows to the developed countries in the Americas, a 
 3
 
stable trend of investment flows to developed Europe, and developing America, a small 
but significant increase in investment flows to developing Europe and Africa, and a very 
substantial increase in investment flows to developing Asia.  This reflects the earlier 
conclusions made about the opening of the global labour supply in Eastern Europe, 
China and India.   
 
Figure B: Trends in FDI Flows by Region 
(UNCTAD: 2006)
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The effects of the changes in FDI flows and the overall investment picture as of 2004 
can be seen in figure C.  Very similar trends have emerged, with Developed America 
declining since 1980 as a site of investment at 20% of total investment down from 26%.   
The beneficiary of this decline was Europe who went from 45% to 48% over the same 
period.  Developing Africa also declined to the benefit of Developing Asia.   
Figure C: Total FDI by Region (UNCTAD: 2006)
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Changes in the form of production/division of labour 
 
 
Regarding production, the major change has come in the form of commodity chain 
production.  The economic crisis of simultaneous inflation and unemployment and 
political opportunism from various actors brought the replacement of the theories of 
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Fordism/Keynesianism with neoliberal economic policy arrangements.  The effects of 
these policies and the global economic structure can best be explained by the concepts 
of commodity chains and a new international division of labour.   
 
The international division of labour prior to the new international division of labour 
involved the global North exchanging manufactures with the global South in return for 
agricultural products and raw materials (Dicken 2003; Mittelman 2000).  The new 
international division of labour was brought about by the industrialization of the South 
and the corresponding deindustrialization of the North (Arrighi: 2001).  This 
industrialization coupled with liberalized trade and finance led to the development of 
commodity chains.   
 
Commodity chains occur in two basic forms, those being “producer driven” chains and 
“buyer driven” chains (Gereffi: 1994).  Producer driven commodity chains are primarily 
capital intensive, skilled labour production which is tightly controlled by the 
manufacturer (Smith et al: 2002).  An example of a producer driven commodity chain is 
the automobile industry with car parts being produced as part of the commodity chain 
and then assembled in the market location that they are to be distributed in.   
 
In contrast to the producer driven commodity chain is the buyer driven commodity 
chain.  Typically these chains involve low capital intensity and large amounts of 
unskilled labour (Ibid.).  These commodity chains differ with producer driven commodity 
chains also in that they are driven by the retailer of goods who control the design of the 
product, but not the actual production process which is carried out by “tiered networks 
of Third World contractors that make finished goods to the specifications of foreign 
buyers.” (Gereffi: 1999, p42)..  An example of a buyer-driven commodity chain includes 
footwear and textiles.   
 
Global sites of production have undergone radical changes, with Arrighi (2001) 
effectively demonstrating that not only has the global South caught up with the global 
North in terms of industrial capacity but that it has by far overtaken the global North, in 
particular China which in 1998 had a manufacturing value added which was 190% that 
of the first world (global North).  In terms of actual income however, China received 
2.6% of the income of the first world.  Such a difference between levels of production 
and levels of remuneration make it impossible for workers in the global South to 
consume the products and therefore realize the values of those commodities.  With 
production increasingly being taken over by the global South, the global North turns to 
consumption and the realization of value at the high end of the commodity chains.  At 
this end nothing is actually created but value is “added” by putting commodities through 
the wholesale and retail processes, giving consumers in the global North the necessary 
power through their high wages to consume the products and realize the values.   
 
 
Prospects for Global Solidarity 
 
 
The area where there is genuine theoretical confusion within and between both 
Marxists and non-Marxists is the issue of whether workers in North countries and South 
countries can act in solidarity together.  The answer to this question obviously has 
grave ramifications for the prospects of radical and working class politics in the 21st 
century.  At the centre of the answer to this question is the character of the “North” 
country working class.   
 
Radical political theorists agree that the South country workers and peasants are 
oppressed and exploited, but where they differ is on the North Country workers.  On 
one extreme of the spectrum of political thought are theorists such as Paul Buhle 
(2001, p52) who rely on orthodox Marxist descriptions of the working class as those 
 5
 
who own a means of production and that all people who don’t own a means of 
production are forced to work for a wage and are therefore exploited.  This definition 
leads Buhle to conclude that the United States is 80% proletarian (Ibid.), and by 
extension would lead Buhle to conclude that the US working class are the natural allies 
of the global working class, the orthodox Marxist position.   
 
In direct contrast to this view is a more pessimistic view of international working class 
solidarity posed by neo-Marxists such as Arghiri Emmanuel and Michael Yates.  In his 
article ‘“Workers of all countries unite:” Will this include the US Labor Movement’ Yates 
observes that “Nowhere was the labor movement more nationalistic and anchored in 
imperialism than in the United States.  While there have been individual workers, 
unions, and movements devoted to the concept and practice of international solidarity 
these have always been a minority and suffered decisive defeats at the hands of their 
more numerous opponents.  The historical record is both appalling and tragic.  At every 
critical juncture, labor stood against internationalism” (Yates: 2000, p49).    
 
There are two main, not necessarily contradictory, explanations for why this is so.  On 
the one hand there is the position of Yates who contends that “…the surplus value 
pumped out of the peripheral nations gave the large multinational corporations money 
which, under enough trade union pressure, they could be convinced to share with the 
workers” (Ibid).  This is a position where the workers in the United States are viewed as 
being bought off from solidarity with the workers in colonies through higher wages and 
better conditions.  In addition to this is the position of Sakai (1989) who goes a step 
further regarding the United States to suggest that there never was a US proletariat as 
Marx had imagined the term.  His analysis of the US as a settler society led him to 
conclude that US workers as settlers formed a privileged and hegemonic labour 
aristocracy through the fruits of stolen Indigenous land and African slave labour, and 
that the trade union movement in the US was from the outset chauvinistic (Ibid, p49).   
 
What could be termed an example the chauvinism of the labour aristocracy in action is 
the demand enunciated by the labour movements of the North countries such as the 
EU who advocate forms of protectionism in order to defend their privileged position 
against the South country producers.  As Ul-Haque (2004) points out, the EU has tied 
market access to south countries to certain labour standards being applied, for fear of 
EU workers in the unionized sectors losing their jobs to South country production.  
Despite the small effects that South country imports have on the labour market in North 
countries, organized labour in the North persists in waging struggles and influencing 
the policies of South countries.   
 
Geographical areas of both solidarity and division become the important issue 
regarding workers movements throughout the world.  As early as 1965’s Chinese 
revolutionary figure Marshall Lin Biao (1965) extended Maoist military strategy which 
suggested a surrounding of the cities of China from the countryside, to a global 
strategic analysis of workers solidarity, positing that geographically workers were 
divided between what he termed the “global cities” and the “global countryside”.  Lin 
Biao’s theory finds resonance with social geographers such as Herod (2003, p505), 
who suggest that especially with the compression of space through increasing levels of 
transport technology, “cities like Santo Domingo, Tegucigalpa, Manila and Bangkok 
could today realistically be considered manufacturing suburbs of New York, Los 
Angeles, London, Tokyo and Paris.”  With this in mind a review of the theories of 
political economy which underpin existing strategies will be undertaken.   
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Theories of Production, Wages and International Trade 
 
 
It is with these understandings about the modern labour market that I move to examine 
the existing theories of production, trade and wages and to examine how accurately 
they describe the world economic situation in 2006.   
 
 
Ricardian theory and the Hecksher-Ohlin-Samuelson extension 
 
 
Classical political economy reached its peak with the work of David Ricardo.  The 
limitations to Ricardo’s theory are important because as a theory, Ricardo’s 
comparative advantage has come to influence so much political theory, from the 
neoclassical to even Marxist economists.  A weakening of this theory in terms of the 
actual situation corresponding less and less to the prescriptions of the theory points to 
the need to rewrite strategy and tactics for global labour movements.   
 
The primary feature of Ricardo’s theory is the labour theory of value, a theory which 
was elevated to higher levels of sophistication by Marx.  The labour theory of value as 
Ricardo expressed it was “The value of a commodity, or the quantity of any other 
commodity for which it will exchange, depends on the relative quantity of labour which 
is necessary for its production, and not on the greater or less compensation which is 
paid for that labour” (Ricardo: 1969, p1).  This theory of Ricardo’s was extended into 
what he called “the value of labour” itself, wages, which Ricardo considered were a 
reflection of the amount of labour that went into the reproduction of the labourer.  
Ricardo’s theory is important because the so-called law of comparative advantage is 
still considered a fundamental principle for any theory that involves international trade 
and labour and therefore has an effect on the policies of labour movements and left 
politics in general.   
 
Critical to Ricardo’s political economy is his theory of international trade, in particular 
the so-called law of comparative advantage, which continues to influence modern 
economics.  For Ricardo, a country would specialize its production in a commodity they 
had a comparative advantage in, where the advantage comes from increased 
productivity of labour.  In his famous example, Ricardo demonstrated that on a two 
country, two commodity model, even when one country (Portugal) held an absolute 
advantage, producing both commodities more efficiently, that the other country 
(England) should specialize its production in that commodity which it performed least 
worst at.  Ricardo demonstrated through this model that both Portugal and England 
made a net gain based on this decision.  Ricardo’s theory is based on a number of 
incorrect or questionable assumptions.  These include, “…perfect competition in goods 
and factor markets, constant returns to scale in production, identical tastes and 
technologies, no externalities, free and costless factor mobility within countries, fixed 
labour resources and technologies, trade equilibrium between countries, and full 
employment of the factors of production” (Turnell: 2001, p14).   
 
In slight contrast to the position of Ricardo is the Hecksher-Ohlin-Samuelson position 
which drops the labour theory of value and forms the basis of the neoclassical model of 
trade.  The model however was adjusted to include not only labour but also capital as a 
factor in production.  The Hecksher-Ohlin-Samuelson model then goes on to suggest 
that countries have relative endowments of either capital or labour that are treated as 
given circumstances (Subasat: 2002).  The model then goes on to suggest that trade 
relations should be governed by a principle whereby a relatively capital abundant 
nation exports capital intensive goods and imports labour intensive goods, and a 
relatively labour abundant nation exports labour intensive goods and imports capital 
intensive goods.  What is different about the Hecksher-Ohlin-Samuelson model is that 
 7
 
it is at the same time a prescription for how countries should organize their production 
and trade, as well as an attempt to predict how countries will organize production and 
trade with the prescription that the ‘developing’ countries specialize in low wage 
production.   
 
It is a matter of fact that not a single one of the assumptions that exist in either the 
Ricardian or Hecksher-Ohlin-Samuelson models are existing conditions in the world 
today.  Labour is relatively immobile between countries but even that does not stand up 
to the perfect immobility that these theories are premised on, and while labour is mobile 
within countries, this varies from country to country and even region to region within 
countries.  The world economic picture today is one of imperfect competition in all 
markets, differing tastes and technologies, externalities, trade disequilibrium between 
countries and far from full employment of both capital and labour.  The assumptions 
that underpin many of the political responses to capital are ones that are incorrect.  
These theories are not at all useful in explaining the international division of labour in 
2006 due to these fundamental weaknesses.   
 
 
Marx and the Marxists: Imperialism and Unequal Exchange  
 
 
The answer to Ricardo and the Hecksher-Ohlin-Samuelson model from the left comes 
in the form of Marxist theory, principally from Marx who had already criticized Ricardo 
as ahistorical (Pilling: 1980) and Lenin who considered exploitation taking place on a 
nation to nation basis.  The criticism of Ricardo by Marx applies equally to the 
Hecksher-Ohlin-Samuelson theory, that it is ahistorical.  Analysis of political economy 
based on endowments ignores the dynamic nature of capitalism and the process of 
development.  It ignores the processes by which a country became capital abundant, or 
labour abundant.  Modeling a trade pattern around these theories, be it Ricardian 
comparative advantage or Hecksher-Ohlin-Samuelson relative abundance robs a 
country of the ability to direct its economic development and change the situation it is 
in.  It is a recipe for perpetual underdevelopment (Subasat: 2002).   
 
One of the main problems for Marxist theory was tackling the issue of the foreign trade.  
It is a matter of historical record that Marx died before writing the volume of Capital that 
discussed foreign trade.  The most serious undertaking by Marxist theorists to tackle 
this issue have come in the form of the analysis of imperialism by theorists such as 
V.I.Lenin (1916) and David Harvey (2003) and the unequal exchange thesis of Arghiri 
Emmanuel.  The merits of each of these frameworks will be analysed in turn.   
 
 
The Imperialism School 
 
 
Writers on imperialism were confronted with the situation of uneven development of 
nations, particularly the juxtaposition between the development of the imperialist 
countries and the underdevelopment of the colonies.  They were also concerned with 
the ongoing violence, and fraud on behalf of the imperialist countries, which is why 
theories were formulated to address these persistent themes of global capitalism.  
Marx eloquently outlined capitalist exploitation under circumstances where free market 
capitalism has been fully established (Harvey: 2003).  The question raised by writers 
on imperialism was about how to explain war, fraud and violence, issues that are 
external to what Marx described as the normal workings of capitalism (Ibid).  Marx’s 
theory did allow for a treatment of “primitive accumulation” the original stage by which 
the feudal mode of production was eventually transformed into the capitalist mode of 
production through a violent expropriation of small owners of means of production 
(Marx: 1977).   
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Imperialism at the Beginning of the 20th Century 
 
 
The seminal Marxist work on imperialism is that of Lenin, who wrote on imperialism as 
a major phenomenon of capitalism.  Lenin’s objection was that the great powers of his 
day had through violence formed great empires, an apparent international primitive 
accumulation of sorts.  Lenin’s characterization of imperialism is as follows, 
 
“I) the concentration of production and capital has developed to such a high stage that 
it has created monopolies which play a decisive role in economic life; 2) the merging of 
bank capital with industrial capital, and the creation, on the basis of this "finance 
capital," of a financial oligarchy; 3) the export of capital as distinguished from the export 
of commodities acquires exceptional importance; 4) the formation of international 
monopolist capitalist combines which share the world among themselves, and 5) the 
territorial division of the whole world among the biggest capitalist powers is completed” 
(Lenin: 1967, pp745-6). 
 
Some of the main premises of Lenin’s argument have been eroded with the passage of 
time.  The role that Lenin assigns to monopolies is one key criticism one can make of 
his theory.  As Shaikh (1980) notes, there is a contradiction between the ability of Marx 
to explain uneven development under the free workings of capitalism, and the inability 
of Marxists to explain uneven development except through conditions of monopoly.  
There is enough evidence of the continuation of free competition to warrant an analysis 
that is not based on a special condition like monopoly, particularly as big state run 
monopolies such as the British East India Company which existed in Lenin’s time, no 
longer exist.  Imperialism as Lenin wrote about it was about state directed capitalism 
finding a political solution to avoid revolution at home, as he had witnessed with the 
empires of western Europe.  In contrast, the global arrangements of 2006 revolve 
mostly around corporations and finance capital and a desire to increase profits and 
minimize costs.  This observation however does not deny the linkages between 
corporations and states who maintain an equally close relationship, the difference 
being that the corporations are now in the driving seat.   
 
Similarly the notion of division of the world between imperialist powers being a primary 
factor in modern capitalism is questionable, in particular in military terms whereby the 
hegemony of the United States is a key factor that has changed since the analysis of 
Lenin.  Despite these assumptions being incorrect, Lenin’s theory despite being an old 
one, does offer a lot in terms of an analysis of the world economy today as evidenced 
by his comments on why capitalists would invest in a ‘colonial’ region.   
 “In these backward countries profits are usually high, for capital is scarce, the price of 
land is relatively low, wages are low, raw materials are cheap” (Lenin: 1967, p724). 
 
In this sense, there is a great deal of currency to Lenin.  There is scarcity of capital in 
the global South relative to the global North, the prices of land, wages, and raw 
materials are low.  Capitalists therefore can reasonably invest in countries which fit this 
description for a higher rate of profit.  
 
 
Imperialism at the Beginning of the 21st Century 
 
 
Harvey (2003) picked up the discussion from Lenin and pointed out a very different 
kind of imperialism, the continued primitive accumulation under capitalism.  In the view 
of Harvey, primitive accumulation did not just happen at an original stage, it continues 
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through a variety of forms such as national debt, forced privatizations and slavery 
(Harvey: 2003).   
 
The example of Richard Freeman alluded to earlier of the release of the former Soviet 
and Chinese workforces into the economy of global capitalist competition is an 
example of what can be understood as primitive accumulation whereby workers are 
expelled from state owned enterprises and into competition in the low wage sector 
which increases the availability for investment of surplus capital, a situation that is also 
consistent with the financial flows to these sectors of the global economy.  This 
reminder of Harvey is important as it allows for proletarianization and immiseration to 
be looked at outside the confines of ‘normal’ or liberal capitalism where an original 
stage of primitive accumulation took place long ago.  Harvey’s analysis is critical as it 
covers primitive accumulation, and the extra-economic acts that are prevalent under 
capitalism, but also allows for a treatment of competitive capitalism, avoiding the 
necessity of monopoly and inter-imperialist rivalry which makes more sense of actually 
existing conditions in 2006.  The differences between the conditions at the start of the 
20th century and the start of the 21st century are best summed up by Meiksins-Wood 
(1997, p553-4) who states:  
 
The contrast between today’s ‘global’ economy and earlier forms of 
colonial imperialism should suffice to illustrate the point: colonies were 
what they were precisely because they presented no effective 
geopolitical barrier to imperial power. The movement of capital across 
colonial boundaries was, of course, not just a matter of paper transfers 
or electronic transmissions but the bodily movement of coercive force.  
Geopolitical borders, in other words, were not only notionally but 
physically permeable. Today, transnational capital is even more 
effective than was the old-style military imperialism in penetrating every 
corner of the world; but it tends to accomplish this through the medium 
of local capital and national states, and it depends on local political 
jurisdictions to maintain the conditions of economic stability and labour 
discipline.   
 
 
Unequal Exchange 
 
 
Arghiri Emmanuel’s unequal exchange thesis was a response both to the classical and 
neoclassical economists, as well as the lack of serious treatment of foreign trade by 
Marxists.  This theory suggests that the wage level of a country’s workforce determine 
its development which in turn determines its wage level.  It is helpful in explaining the 
uneven development patterns between North and South countries in terms of the 
wages paid to the workers.  It represents an important theoretical contribution by 
attempting to extend the theory of Marx regarding accumulation through the normal 
workings of capitalism of an internal market, to that of the world market.  Emmanuel’s 
theory requires neither a monopoly, nor acts of primitive accumulation and allows a 
treatment of uneven development even when capitalism works under ‘perfect’ 
circumstances.  Emmanuel (1972) begins by confirming the thesis of Ricardo and Marx 
that it is cost of production that in the end determines value, a modified form of the 
labour theory of value.  
 
Emmanuel then makes an important assumption that contradicts both the classical and 
neoclassical theories, and one that remains true even in 2006, that capital is mobile on 
a world scale, whereas labour is immobile which undermines the idea of comparative 
advantage (Ibid.).  The end result of this situation for Emmanuel is an equalization in 
the rate of profit (Ibid.) and a nonequalization (and in fact differentiation) in the rates of 
wages (Ibid.).  This is in contrast with Ricardo’s comparative advantage theory which 
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denies an international relationship of rates of profit and rates of wages and is based 
on the immobility of labour and capital.   
 
From this he extends his theory to take into account Marx’s socio-historically 
determined wage within a given nation (Ibid.).  With cost of production determining 
value, it is higher wage levels which make the price of the product from high wage 
countries greater than the products of the low wage countries and set up the 
asymmetry of exchange (Ibid.).  It is this process which according to Emmanuel creates 
the structural imbalance between the global North and the global South, and 
importantly prevents any actions of solidarity between North and South workers with 
the high wage country workers forming a “labour aristocracy” whose objective interests 
are in favour of keeping wages in the global South low in relation to their own.  (Ibid.).   
 
In criticism of Emmanuel there are some factors which while not disrupting his overall 
analysis do complicate his theoretical position.  Firstly, the assumption of the mobility of 
labour within national boundaries is one that is in tension with the apparent structural 
divide between the urban petty-bourgeoisie of the global South, and its proletariat.    
Emmanuel’s analysis doesn’t engage with the divides within national societies created 
by a lack of social mobility that seems apparent, particularly in South countries where 
both overall income and social spending are relatively lower.  Free mobility within a 
country is determined by the ability of workers to pay for this mobility with transport and 
relocation costs being significant for those whose earnings constitute one or two dollars 
per day. 
 
The South country urban middle class, also seem to have access to mobility across 
national boundaries to an extent that warrants a reconsideration of the international 
alignment of class forces.  The selective skilled migration policies of OECD countries 
(Docquier: 2004) in addition to the fertility issues experienced in OECD countries as 
outlined in the first section of this paper create a situation where it is possible for skilled 
workers to have mobility across national boundaries.  This however is determined by 
the ability to pay for relatively high transportation and processing costs which create a 
structural boundary for workers who wish to emigrate.   
 
Finally, Emmanuel’s thesis does not completely integrate with the transition in the 
global economy from simple to complex commodity production.  The model Emmanuel 
uses revolves around finished commodities being traded for other finished 
commodities.  This is in contrast to the emerging world situation of global commodity 
chains.   
 
 
Political Responses by Labour 
 
 
Having analysed the existing political economy literature and its relevance to the global 
economic situation in 2006, a survey of the current left political responses to the labour 
situation becomes desirable.   
 
 
Protectionists 
 
 
Protectionism is most often associated with unions and the ‘old left’.  Protectionism is 
an umbrella label ascribed to a variety of policies including tariffs, subsidies, capital 
controls or tying the opening of domestic markets to political goals that protect the 
economy of ones country.  Protectionism however is carried out for different reasons in 
the global North as opposed to the global South, as I will demonstrate.   
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Having attained high wages through a variety of historical processes, North Country 
workers adopt protectionism as a labour strategy.  They do so to restrict the mobility of 
labour internationally and thus to prevent equalization of wages and retain their 
superwages, wages far above the subsistence level that would be eroded if brought 
into competition globally.  An example of this in practice is the AFL-CIO’s position on 
US-China trade relations.  In a July statement to the US-China Economic and Security 
Review Commission, secretary-treasurer of the AFL-CIO Richard Trumka gave a 
speech and made proposals which are good examples of protectionism.  In what could 
best be described as a paranoid statement, Trumka suggested that China had 
specifically targeted United States manufacturing with an export-led development 
strategy (Trumka: 2006).   
 
Trumka goes on to claim that the United States has lost 3 million jobs thanks to trade 
with China between 2001 and 2005 and that trade with China undermines the national 
security of the United States, and that not only manufacturing but “knowledge sector” 
jobs have been lost thanks to competition with both China, Canada and Mexico.  He 
claims that even the services sector has lost 725,000 jobs since 2001.  He also claims 
that an ever increasing trade deficit with China is a huge problem for the United States 
and its workers.  One would assume that given the staggering job losses reported by 
Trumka that there would be a noticeable change in the US unemployment rate.  In 
contrast to Trumka’s assertions, unemployment in the US fell from 5.2% to 5% 
between 2005 and 2006, with the manufacturing sector he represents falling from 5.3% 
unemployment to 4.4% (Bureau of Labor Statistics: 2006).   
 
Whether or not Trumka is correct however, the attitude of the AFL-CIO on the labour 
question is clear, nationalism and the national interest.  This line is evidenced by the 
statement that “The national interest will best served when we can assure that the seed 
corn of our future, a vibrant manufacturing sector, is being planted here and not in 
some other nation’s economy” (Trumka: 2006, p10).  The matter of fact however is that 
US workers are retaining their conditions not because of what (if anything) is produced 
but through their location.  By simply being in a high wage country workers have 
retained their conditions with the rise of the services sector offsetting the losses in 
manufacturing.  In Trumka’s own words, “The entire net job growth was in non-tradable 
service-providing activities--primarily credit intermediation, health care and social 
assistance, waiters, waitresses and bartenders, and state and local government” (Ibid, 
p3).  The exception to this rule has come in the form of migrant workers from Latin 
America and the Caribbean Basin whose ‘illegal’ status places them in a vulnerable 
position where they are forced to either work for reduced wages and conditions or face 
deportation (Wilson: 1997).  The popular response in the face of this low wage 
competition has been an intensification of border protection activities best evidenced by 
the formation of border protection militia in the Southern US.   
 
In contrast to this is South protectionism, which is adopted as a strategy to break the 
dependency effect that South countries face from North countries, to protect 
indigenous production.  Historically, South protectionism also came in the form of 
import substitution industrialization whereby South countries would protect import 
competing industries.  This approach was pioneered in the 1950s by Raul Prebisch, an 
Argentine economist who was influential in the United Nations development arms.  The 
approach however has lost appeal since the debt crisis of the 1980’s and lost its 
hegemony to neoliberal economic policy and export led development (Yergin and 
Stanislaw: 2002).  Protectionism was not always a failure however and an example of a 
successful act of protection includes the steel industry of Korea which through tariffs 
and subsidies became internationally competitive (Stiglitz: 2002).  In the opinion of 
Stiglitz, the East Asian countires achieved success through following this approach and 
it was only when they began to liberalize their economies dropping industry protections 
and capital controls that they faced the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997 (Ibid.)   
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Despite this however, for a South country the protectionist approach faces difficulties 
such as the ability of capital to exploit its mobility and move to less protected zones.  
To actually initiate the process of protectionism in 2006 involves grave political risks 
unless it is done so in the middle of a crisis as Malaysia did in 1998.  For an economy 
to take a protectionist approach therefore it requires either a crisis or the political will for 
large scale state intervention if and when international capital does desert.  This would 
involve a reorientation of the economy towards domestic demand.  For protectionism in 
the form of import-substitution to really work requires either collective action between 
states, or a lot of political will by a single state in an effort to take on international 
capital and to dictate terms.  It also requires a redistribution of domestic wealth in order 
to create markets.  Neither of these situations were apparent and thus the import 
substitution industrialization program failed.   
 
 
Global and Regional Solidarity Movements 
 
 
In contrast to the protectionists are groups of people who place a very strong emphasis 
on international or regional solidarity as the basis for their strategy and tactics.  
Examples of these can be found both in revolutionary movements as well as the global 
labour standards campaigns by the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 
and others.   
 
The ICFTU has at times proven itself to be able to utilize international organizing in 
order to challenge employers to enforce labour standards.  A great success story was 
the ability of the ICFTU to coordinate with the AFL-CIO and other organizations to 
restore workers in Haiti who were subject to mass layoffs by Grupo M who also wanted 
to relocate their sites of production so as to avoid dealing with a unionized workforce 
(ICFTU: 2006).  The ability of the ICFTU to influence the International Finance 
Corporation (the business lending arm of the World Bank), to pressure Grupo M into 
adopting the International Labour Organization’s key labour standards as a condition of 
loans is a case worth noting for how labour when working in global solidarity can 
achieve successes.   
 
Without taking anything away from this notable achievement by the ICFTU, several 
problems remain for them to consider when strategizing.  Firstly, there is the perception 
from South countries that the global labour standards argument is protectionism in 
disguise which will have a number of negative consequences in the South, in particular 
to force many workers into the informal sector (Golub: 1997).  At the same time is there 
Emmanuel criticism of the approach based on the prevailing structural conditions of 
trade and of capitalism itself.  Even if the International Labour Organization gets its 
core standards applied to every single country in the world, this would not change the 
structures that create uneven development in the global political economy.  The entire 
“decent work” approach to solving the global labour question, the approach taken by 
the world’s major multilateral institutions such as the ICFTU and ILO, misses the bigger 
picture of capitalism itself and the socio-economic structures that capitalism creates.  It 
also negates the conflicts of interest present in the global political economy.   
 
Richard Freeman may be right when he says that consumers in the North would be 
willing to pay a “modest premium” if they could be guaranteed that the goods they buy 
were made “under good conditions” and a “sizeable discount for those made under 
poor conditions” (Freeman: 1998, p5).  What Freeman doesn’t account for is that North 
country consumers have already made their choice and are getting a sizeable discount 
for poor conditions in the first place.  Freeman’s research suggests that consumers in 
the global North would pay an extra $1 for a $20 item that was “made in a legitimate 
shop” (Ibid.) but his survey question grossly underestimates the structural inequalities 
in play.  It is worthwhile to consider what the answer would be if Northern consumers 
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were asked would they accept lower rates of pay in order to prevent a transfer of value 
from South to North, or whether they would accept much higher commodity prices to 
the extent that would account for cost of production increases that would be involved in 
raising South country wages in a significant way?  The structural split between the 
global North and the global South is the most significant issue to consider with regards 
to the longterm viability of workers solidarity when it comes to global labour standards.   
 
Effectively, this situation constitutes a return to the debate over the corn laws in 
England.  In the 19th century, industrial capitalists in England had rallied against laws 
restricting the import of cheap corn.  They did so in order to reduce the cost of 
reproducing an ever increasing industrial working class which enabled them to increase 
profits.  The agricultural landowners of England were opposed to the abolition of the 
Corn Laws as through those laws they were guaranteed both profit and power.  Using 
the Corn Laws analogy with regard to the North/South divide raises two major 
questions.  First can the landowners (read North country manufacturing sector workers) 
really work with their nemesis in the South country manufacturing sector that will erode 
their power.  Secondly, can the industrial bourgeoisie and proletariat (read global 
capitalists and North country workers) really act on the behalf of the South country 
worker, the low wages of who both minimize the cost of reproducing the labour force in 
the North and ensure an ever increasing market through the North country workers’ 
ability to consume above a subsistence level.   
 
Here an intricate web of production and consumption is created whereby the global 
capitalist is dependent on the North country worker to consume their product and 
realize the values of the commodity they produce, the North country worker is 
dependent on the capitalist to provide and increase their standard of living.  Finally the 
export orientation of South country production makes the South country worker 
dependent on the capitalist to create the situation of consumption, and on the North 
country worker who consumes their product to ensure their subsistence wage is met.  
This situation of mutual dependency makes the balance of payments crises in the 
global North irrelevant as each class is set to lose if this relationship breaks down.   
 
An overall failure to recognize the prevailing structural inequalities between the global 
North and the global South permeates the outlook of revolutionary movements as well 
as movements for reform.  An example of such an approach from a revolutionary 
perspective can be seen in the Revolutionary Internationalist Movement a collective 
organization which includes groups such as the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist), 
Communist Party of Peru (Shining Path), Communist Party of Iran (Marxist-Leninist-
Maoist) and Communist Party of Afghanistan as well as the Communist Party of India 
(Maoist) and Communist Mazdoor Kissan Party of Pakistan having observer status.  
These parties are all involved in major revolutionary struggles in their respective 
countries in the format of people’s war.  The Revolutionary Internationalist Movement is 
a collection of Maoist parties who in the tradition of the COMINTERN the international 
organizing body of communist revolution meet and liaise together on points of strategy 
and tactics.  The declaration of the Revolutionary Internationalist Movement shows 
explicitly their internationalist position, stating  
 
“…that the world proletarian revolution is composed essentially of two 
streams - the proletarian-socialist revolution waged by the proletariat 
and its allies in the imperialist citadels and the national liberation, or new 
democratic revolution waged by the nations and peoples subjugated to 
imperialism” (Revolutionary Internationalist Movement: 1998).   
 
On this point there is a noticeable difference with the protectionists both at a strategic 
and tactical level.  Whereas the protectionists protect national interests, the 
Revolutionary Internationalist Movement sees the destiny of one national working class 
as being interlinked with all the other nations a view of working class solidarity that is 
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shared with the social democratic Socialist International and a sentiment which dates 
back to the Communist Manifesto’s famous closing phrase “Working Men (sic) of All 
Countries Unite!” (Marx: 1953).  The Revolutionary Internationalist Movement states 
explicitly “Since imperialism has integrated the world into a single global system (and is 
increasingly doing so) the world situation increasingly influences the developments in 
each country” (Ibid.).  At the same time, this brings the Revolutionary Internationalist 
Movement into some tension with the analysis of Arghiri Emmanuel and others about 
the working class of the global North.  Whereas Emmanuel identified the workers of the 
North as having their objective interests bound up with imperialism, the Revolutionary 
Internationalist Movement appear not to have made that conclusion based on this 
particular portion of their declaration.  It is apparent however that they have factored in 
Emmanuel style reasoning as in the same statement they gave the position that 
imperialist exploitation of the global South does bring about stability in the global North 
(Ibid).   
 
RIM suggest that the national liberation of the South countries will create revolutionary 
opportunities in the North and therefore RIM don’t see a long-term contradiction in the 
objective interests of the North and South country workers.  This is a big assumption on 
the part of RIM, as historical precedents of imperialist country defeat have had 
divergent effects.  On the one hand, the inter-imperialist conflict was a decisive factor in 
creating revolutionary conditions in Russia.  On the other hand, in other stages of 
history where the labour aristocracy lost its socio-historic superwage and was forced 
closer to subsistence, the reactions from the imperialist centres involved the historical 
phenomenon of fascism as well as heightened rivalry between North countries over 
seemingly more scarce colonial resources.   
 
 
Defeatists and Revisionists 
 
 
The third major category of political responses comes in the form of defeatism and 
revisionism, which stems either from a belief that it is impossible to actually take on 
capital in the globalized or post-Soviet world (defeatism), or from a denial of the role of 
imperialism in underdevelopment (revisionism).   
An example of this defeatism comes in the form of the line taken by the Communist 
Party of India (Marxist).  In April 2006, Chief Minister of West Bengal, Buddhadeb 
Bhattacharya had gone on record as saying “As chief minister I cannot pursue 
socialism here. We are not fools. So, given the ground reality, we have to invite 
capitalists for the state’s development…We have to bring in private and foreign capital 
for setting up industries” (Telegraph: 2006).  In further evidence of the push towards 
class collaboration and abandonment of workers interests, Bhattacharya said “It is not 
the management’s responsibility alone to run industry, but labourers should also co-
operate so that disputes are settled through discussions…I can’t encourage militant 
trade unionism and shut down factories” (Ibid.). 
Closely connected with Bhattacharya and the CPIM are the Chinese Communist Party, 
the guiding principle of which is Deng Xiaoping theory.  In essence, Deng Xiaoping 
theory denies the role of imperialist and capitalist exploitation.  Evidence of this line 
comes from Deng’s own selected works where he notes,  
“…industrialists and businessmen and their descendants...As long as 
they no longer exploit others, we have no reason to continue to label 
them ``capitalists''. After we have implemented these policies, these 
people will retain some of their money. They should be allowed to set up 
factories or invest in tourism in order to earn foreign capital. It is better 
for them to use their money to do something rather than keeping it idle. 
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Industrialists and businessmen should choose a few projects in which 
they are willing to invest. In short, both industrialists and businessmen 
and their money should be utilized” (Deng: 1979). 
 
Not only in Communist parties does defeatism and revisionism rear its ugly head.  In 
the social democratic parties of the global North, the emergence of the Third Way 
signals the end of the challenge by social-democratic labour to capital.  In outlining the 
Third Way, Mark Latham quotes Kim Beazley who suggests, “we all now largely agree 
on the old agenda: the need for fiscal discipline, an independent monetary policy, 
deregulation of financial markets, the floating of the dollar, low inflation and a more 
open economy” (Latham: 2000).  Latham makes the third way view of politics clear 
when he says of policy debates that “none of them breaks the consensus of open 
economic markets and social democratic services” (Ibid.).  This is a clear statement by 
the social democratic left in Australia that they no longer have the will or desire to 
challenge international capital, and one that has been echoed in numerous countries in 
western Europe.   
 
Despite not being a serious proposal on my behalf for what the best response to the 
global labour question should be, the defeatist/revisionist camp warrants serious 
consideration.  This is due primarily to the number of countries this kind of ideology and 
approach is touched by.  Despair, defeatism and revisionism are the dominant 
response to the international pressures of capital in the world in 2006.  The global 
labour question therefore requires an answer of how to deal with this approach as 
much as how to deal with capital itself.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 
Particularly in light of the most recent trends of liberalization of capital, and intensified 
competition by an enlarged supply of labour, the question of a truly international 
response from labour is critical.  What is essential to formulating the best possible 
strategies and tactics for labour globally, is a theory of wages and labour which 
correctly appraises the conditions of the global economy.  While the scope of this paper 
is too limited to create a new theory of labour, the major schools of political economy 
have been overviewed and critiqued in this paper highlighting the key strengths and 
weaknesses of each approach which will enable further steps to be taken in 
reevaluating the political economy of wages and labour in the future.   
 
The extension of the theories of wages and labour is the political praxis that should be 
taken up by the agents of the international labouring classes.  While there have been 
some successes claimed in international organizing, including those that cross the 
North-South divide, the imperialism and unequal exchange theses despite their failings 
cast significant doubt over the ability of North and South workers to act together in 
solidarity in the longterm.  In considering the existing practices of protectionism and 
attempts at international solidarity, the groundwork has been laid for a future 
consideration of these issues.  The key questions are who is able to work together, 
how are they able to work together, and for what conditions?   
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